It is very easy for anyone deeply involved in the more arcane aspects of research methodology, lighting technology or vision science to lose sight of the ultimate purpose of lighting. This is to provide people with a safe and satisfying visual experience. The conditions necessary for a safe and satisfying visual experience depend on the context. For work, being able to see what needs to be seen quickly, easily and without visual discomfort is almost always a requirement. For retailing, additional requirements include elements of display and branding. For residential use, the appearance of the space is always important, and so on. But how is it possible to find out what makes a safe and satisfying visual experience in a specific context? The answer is simply to listen to the people involved in that context. For example, when considering what form road lighting should take it would be a good idea to listen to drivers, pedestrians and cyclists.
Listening to people requires some skill because the people may not know what is possible and they will not know how to describe what they want in conventional photometric terms, particularly as photometric conditions are almost always a means to an end and not an end in themselves. In his paper in this issue Kevin Kelly describes the value of qualitative research and what is required for it to be useful. For anyone trained in the hard sciences or engineering, where quantification is of the essence, qualitative research is an anathema, but for understanding what people really want from lighting there is little alternative.
At this point, it is appropriate to point out that different people may want very different things from their lighting. For example, if you were to ask a group of office workers what form of lighting they would like, I suspect you would find that they would like to have an office with plenty of daylight, with some sunlight, provided it did not fall on their workstations, and with some control over the entry of daylight. As daylight fails reliably every day, they will also want some electric lighting that provides enough light to see what they need to see, without discomfort and which makes the office and themselves look as attractive as possible, as well as some individual control. However, if you were to ask the people who pay for the lighting, you would get a rather different list of wants. They would be concerned with the cost of the lighting, both initial and operating, how simple it is to maintain, and to be reassured that complaints about the lighting will not occur. Such diversity is inevitable given different people with different interests but should not be a disincentive to listening to people. With skill at interviewing, supplemented by simulations to show what is possible and followed up by thoughtful interpretation, such conversations can be blended into a specification for lighting that will satisfy all. Listing to people in any context is rarely time wasted.
